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Salvias 

 
I first became interested in Salvia when I was looking for summer dry climate perennials that 
were attractive, flowered throughout the year, and easy to take care of. I have at least 10 
different Salvia species planted in my garden and can usually count on at least one of them to 
be in bloom at any given time during the year. There is a Salvia for every spot, and many have 
interesting medicinal and culinary uses. They are easy to find at local nurseries and through 
mail order catalogs and make a handsome addition to any garden.  
 
Salvia is the largest genus of plants in the mint family, Lamiaceae, with nearly 1000 species of 
shrubs, herbaceous perennials and annuals, of which 2% are native to California. Within the 
Lamiaceae, Salvia is part of the tribe Mentheae (mint) and is commonly known as sage (I will 
use sage and salvia interchangeably). All sages have square stems and whorls of two-lipped 
flowers, either spaced separately along the spike or packed in tightly together.  Sage flowers 
come in a huge range of colors including true blue. They attract hummingbirds, bees and 
butterflies. Many sages are perennials that thrive on neglect, growing in full to partial sun, in 
well drained soils, with little to no water and limited fertilizer. Aromatic compounds in the 
leaves often help in pest control (and they smell nice!) and hence many salvias are not 
bothered by pests or eaten by wildlife. They may be perennial, biennial or annuals, and some 
are evergreen while others are deciduous.  Salvias also make good container plants. 
    

        \ 
Salvia dorisiana, Salvia purpurea ‘Lavendar Lace’, Salvia sagitatta, and Salvia ‘Hot Lips’ (Photos: Annies Annuals) 

 
Sages have been used in medicine and cooking throughout the ages. In fact, the name Salvia 
derives from Salvare, to heal or save. Common sage (Salvia officinalis) is an essential herb used 
in cooking. It has also been used for centuries to ward off evil, increase women’s fertility, and as 
a diuretic and local anesthetic. White sage (S. apiana) is sacred to and used ceremoniously by 
numerous Native American tribes. Red sage (Danshen, S. miltiorrhiza) is a Chinese medicinal 
herb used to treat cardiovascular and cerebrovascular diseases. Chia (S.hispanica) is grown for 
its seeds which are high in protein and omega-3 fatty acids. Diviner’s sage (S. divinorum) has 
psychedelic properties. 
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Salvia officinalis ‘Berggarten Variegated,’ Salvia in winter container planting,  Salvia guarnitica ‘Black and Bloom’ 
(Photos: Annies Annuals, author, White Flower Farms) 

 
The first salvia I came across is scarlet sage (S. splendens), a tender perennial grown widely as 
an annual bedding plant in shopping malls and public gardens worldwide. My parents planted it 
every year in the suburban Midwest garden. The next salvia which caught my eye was Mexican 
bush sage (S. leucantha), which was growing rampant in our Palo Alto garden when we 
purchased it. The fuzzy purple flowers were favorites of my children. In time I added more 
Salvias. Tutti Frutti sage (S. dorisiana) is a lovely 5-foot shrub with hot pink flowers in winter, 
whose fuzzy leaves have a strong but pleasant fruity smell. Clary sage (S. sclarea) is an arresting 
plant, with large fuzzy 1.5’ long leaves in low clumps and 30” tall spikes of white flowers in 
summer. It self-sows readily. Lyreleaf sage (S. lyrata ‘Purple Volcano”) is a small, low 
groundcover similar to ajuga but less troubled by powdery mildew.  Hybrids of Autumn sage (S. 
greggii), a compact bushy sage, are very popular in the Bay Area because of their bright blooms 
that repeat all summer and come in many different colors. In addition, my garden features 
Gentian sage (S. patens), Pineapple sage (S. elegans), and S. sagittata. They are all planted in my 
perennial bed. 

         
Salvia elegans, Salvia ‘Amistad’, Salvia sclarea ‘Piemont’ (Photos: Annies Annuals) 
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A number of salvias are California natives. Black sage (S. mellifera) is our most common sage, 
growing from San Francisco south to the border in coastal shrub and chaparral plant areas. It is 
very popular with bees, but less popular with home gardeners due to it unexceptional 
appearance. The shrub Cleveland sage (S. clevelandii) is also widely spread throughout the 
state. It is grown more often by home gardeners due to the lovely fragrance of its leaves and its 
pretty lavender or blue flowers. Hummingbird sage (S. spathacea) is a showy groundcover for 
dry shade with large magenta flowers held on 18” spikes over semi-evergreen, fruity scented 
leaves. As the name suggests, this plant is attractive to hummingbirds. Only one Salvia specie is 
on the California Invasive Plants list and that is Mediterranean sage (S aethiopis, not a native), a 
rather weedy looking sage with very woolly leaves that has naturalized in northern California 
rangeland.   

            
Salvia clevelandii, Salvia spathacea and Salvia mellifera (photos Annies Annuals) 

When looking for new Salvias, I often consult local author Betsy Clebsch’s A Book of Salvias: 
Sages for Every Garden. There is also a wealth of information on the genus in Sunset’s Western 
Garden Book, California Native Plants for the Garden by Bornstein et al, and Plants and 
Landscapes for Summer-Dry Climates of the San Francisco Bay Region. Salvias are easy to find at 
local nurseries and in nursery catalogs. I spoke with plant specialist Judy at Summerwinds 
Nursery who proudly showed me the nursery’s 9 Salvias (7 natives) for sale; she normally has 
about 18 Salvia species (and countless hybrids) at peak planting time.  Annie’s Annuals has 98 
results listed for Salvia, and while 48 of these species and hybrids are listed for information 
only, the other 50 are available or in production. Gamble Garden usually carries multiple Salvia 
species propagated in their garden for sale, and I have bought plants at farmer’s markets. Salvia 
are also relatively easy for home gardeners to propagate by burying a stem in soil and allowing 
it to root, by collecting and planting seeds, or by allowing plants to self-seed. 
 
Writing this paper has reminded me of how much I enjoy the variety of Salvia in my garden, for 
the year-round flowers, interesting and often fragrant foliage, use in cooking and ease of 
cultivation. My visit to Summerwinds resulted in my buying another three Salvia for my 
collection, and I hope others are inspired to add some of these marvelous plants to their 
gardens. 
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